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Last year, 28% of Grade K students were “well below benchmark” (the lowest category) in  
early literacy skills. This year, it was 47%. That is a 68% increase in the percentage of  
Grade K students at greatest risk for not learning to read. 

Last year, 26% of Grade 1 students were “well below benchmark” (the lowest category) in 
early literacy skills. This year, it was 43%. Similar to Grade K, that is a 65% increase in the 
percentage of Grade 1 students at greatest risk for not learning to read. 

As a result, a school that needed to o�er intensive intervention to 100 Grade K and 100 Grade 1 
students in the spring of 2020 is faced with making up for the lost instruction for 168 students 
(Grade K) and 165 students (Grade 1) in the spring of 2021. Even small increases in the 
percentage of students well below benchmark—for example, the additional 7–8% in Grades 2 
to 5—can overtax school resources.  

There is considerable urgency to address these lags in reading skills: several research studies 
show that, without additional remedial support, there is nearly a 90 percent chance that a poor 

reader in Grade 1 will remain a poor reader.

Demographic trends

Disproportionate impact on youngest Black and Hispanic students
The percentage of students who were far behind at mid-year in learning to read increased 
across all demographic subgroups in all elementary grades, but learning losses due to 
COVID-19 disruptions were disproportionately concentrated among Black and Hispanic 
students in the early grades (K-1) .

DIBELS 8: Change in % at risk 
at mid-year (MOY) by subgroup
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At the middle of the last school year, 27% of Black kindergarten students were “well below 
benchmark” (the lowest category) in early literacy skills. At the middle of this school  year, it 
was 54%. So, as compared to last year, there are now twice as many Black kindergarten 
students at great risk for not learning to read. 

Similarly, at the middle of the last school year, 34% of Hispanic kindergarten students were 
“well below benchmark” (the lowest category) in early literacy skills. At the middle of this 
school  year, it was 59%.  

At the middle of the last school year, 32% of Black Grade 1 students were “well below 
benchmark” (the lowest category) in early literacy skills. At the middle of this school  year,  
it was 54%. 

Similarly, at the middle of the last school year, 30% of Hispanic Grade 1 students were “well 
below benchmark” (the lowest category) in early literacy skills. At the middle of this school  
year, it was 49%.

As compared to their Hispanic and white counterparts, Black students in the other elementary 
grades (2–5) have also been disproportionately impacted by COVID-19 disruptions to learning.

Insights 

Susan Lambert, chief academic o�cer of elementary humanities at Amplify, had this to say 
about the latest data about learning loss across the country:

“With nationwide disruptions continuing, school districts should 
think about these challenges and make system-wide decisions 
informed by their data for the spring, summer school, and next 
school year. The bottom line is that classrooms will need to 
dedicate more time to reading instruction in the early grades.

Most students will need a double dose of strong core foundational 
skills instruction (grade-level instruction as well as the instruction 
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